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5. WEIR MITCHELL. 


FROM DR. W. H. DRAPER. 

New York, April 6th, 1894. 

Dear Dr. Mitchell: 

I have been for many years impressed 
with the conspicuous defects of the “asylum manage¬ 
ment of the insane” in this country. 

This impression has been gained from my personal 
experience of the treatment of insane patients in whom 
I have been professionally interested, and from my 
knowledge of the methods and management of asylums 
which I have visited. 

I have also observed the fact, which must be familiar 
to all who regard the progress of the pathology and 
therapeutics of mental diseases, that while the oppor¬ 
tunities in this country for the study of these diseases 
are so vast, the contributions to the science of psychiatry 
are meagre, when compared to those of Great Britian 
and the continent of Europe. The contrast in this re¬ 
spect is painful to contemplate, and must be the direct 
consequence of the defective administration of our sys¬ 
tem of asylum management. 

In reply to your first question, then, I would say that 
the asylum management of the insane in this country is 
not only not as good as it could be made, but that it is 
not as good as it should be made without delay, if we are 
not willing to remain longer under the odium of being 
far behind our contemporaries in Europe in the science 
and treatment of diseases of the mind. 

In reply to your second question, “ What faults do 
you find with our asylum management?” I would sug¬ 
gest that they are such faults as naturally arise from the 
fact that our asylums are still constructed and admin¬ 
istered on the old idea that their main object is to pro¬ 
vide safe and secure retreat for lunatics, and they are 
not organized in accordance with the demands of modern 
mental pathology, as hospitals for the scientific investi¬ 
gation and treatment of the functional and structural 
diseases of the brain. 

The majority of our public asylums are conducted 
upon this principle of providing safe and secure retreats, 
and those which are under the management of private 
corporations owe their superiority chiefly to their more 
hygienic and luxurious accommodations. The fault in 
their construction is a most serious one, since it is in 
compatible with a proper classification of patients based 
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upon a differentiation of the varied forms of insanity 
and the regulation of their environment. The most im¬ 
portant considerations in this respect are sacrificed to 
architectural effects and economical administration. 
Many of our asylums appear to be controlled by man¬ 
agers who are either ignorant or defiant of scientific pro¬ 
gress in the care and treatment of the insane, and they 
are administered by superintendents who, with the best 
intentions, and often with high qualifications for their 
purely professional work, are hampered by the pressure 
of executive duties and compelled to slight or neglect 
the scientific investigation and treatment of the patients 
confided to their care. 

In reply to your third question, I would suggest that 
reform is needed, in the first place, in the construction 
and arrangement of hospital buildings for the accommo¬ 
dation and treatment of the insane, in order to meet the 
requirements of modern science. Detached buildings 
should supersede the erection of large and costly struc¬ 
tures in which it is impossible to classify and vary the 
environment of different forms of insanity. 

Reform, also, is needed in the administration of our 
asylums, which should provide a separate organization 
for carrying on the executive and medical departments. 

The medical department should be organized on the 
plan practiced in our best medical and surgical hospitals 
with a competent resident staff and a board of attending 
and consulting physicians chosen from those whose 
special training and experience fit them for such 
positions. 

These are the lines upon which I believe reforms in 
the present management of asylums for the insane 
should be made. Yours very truly, 

W. IT Draper. 


FROM DR. J. T. ESKRIDGE. 

Denver, Col., February 19, 1894. 

Dear Dr. Mitchell: 

I received your circular letter relative 
to the care and management of the insane a few weeks 
ago, and will endeavor to answer briefly each of the 
questions submitted. 

“ Do you think the present asylum management of 
the insane in America as good as it could be made?” 



